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Belarus – a country in-between 
 
 
Introduction 
 
There are one hundred and ninety-five countries in the world. In addition to them, there are 
many other candidates for independence and autonomy on the international stage. The 
independence of Scotland, the possible secession of Catalonia, the emergence of the Basque 
Country or the formation of new entities in the Middle East and North Africa are just some of the 
possible examples for new states on the political map. It might not be all of them that gain 
independence, but even this number demonstrates that there is a trend towards the establishment 
of new states (Veenendaal and Corbett, 2017, p. 527). Because some of those present and future 
countries find themselves currently in relatively peaceful regions, especially in Europe, where 
small countries thrive, future leaders perhaps look with hope for the days of independence. 
However, those leaders should be wary, because being new does not equal being wealthy and 
powerful. Splitting away from another entity could seriously hamper the future military and 
economic might of the new state, not to mention the consequences if this does not happen 
peacefully. Finding your place on the international stage, forming diplomatic connections and 
unions, negotiating national debt are all challenging experiences for a new state. Many of those 
new states are expected to be small of size and population. In cases like that, politicians and 
academia could examine the precedents that other players have set, both successful or not. Small 
states have to defend their interests and oppose bigger forces, thereby putting to the test the realist 
mantra that “might is right”. If one looks carefully, one could identify moments in history when 
smaller countries defy the odds against bigger political players. One such example of the success 
of a David against a Goliath is the Iceland – Britain “Cod war” for fishing grounds. In a series of 
confrontations Iceland secured large exclusive fishery zone for itself, ‘prevailing’ over the UK. 
Another, on the diplomatic arena, is the number of exemptions and opt-outs Malta secured prior 
to its accession to the EU (Baldacchino in Cooper, A. F., & Shaw, T. M., 2013, p. 23). The number 
of small states has increased further after the dissolution of the USSR in 1991. The Caucasus 
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region, the Baltic states and the nations from former Yugoslavia emerged on the political map. 
One such state that gained independence from the Soviet Union after nearly a century of being a 
vassal of Moscow is Belarus. In many ways Belarus has been setting an example in terms of 
maneuvering and semi-neutral politics. Initially being a loyal supporter of Russia, Belarus has 
increasingly demonstrating signs that they will defend positions that perhaps serve their own 
interests better, even at the expense of their mighty neighbor. The leader of Belarus, hard-nosed 
president Alexander Lukashenko has to perform a complicated balancing act, being flexible in his 
international diplomatic undertakings, while securing the friendship of Moscow, without 
sacrificing future connections. In a polarized world, where economic development is a nation’s 
main concern, a leader of a former Soviet country has to also create and promote a feeling of 
national belonging. Aside from being a practical example for prudent foreign politics, from a 
theoretical perspective the successful actions of a small country provides for a better understanding 
and expanding on the concepts of small states and their capabilities in the modern political sphere. 
(G. Ivanov theses proposal, 2019).  
 
Literature review 
 
As Hans Morgenthau explains in “Politics among Nations” “International politics, like all 
politics, is a struggle for power” (Morgenthau, 1984, p.42). It clearly states the view that most 
modern realist take. This view finds its origins much earlier in history. “…The weaker submitted 
to the domination of the stronger, while the stronger...made the smaller… subservient.” This is a 
famous quote from “History of the Peloponnesian War”, by Thucydides (2013, p.128). As one of 
the earliest historical materials that survived to this day, it is dedicated to searching for the real 
reasons behind a series of conflicts between Athens and Sparta that happened in the 4th century 
B.C. In this work, Thucydides often uses the speeches of the participants in these conflicts – 
political and military leaders – and then deliberates on the motives behind these words. In doing 
so Thucydides takes into account political considerations and out-of-sight incentives. His work is 
perhaps the first and most recognized sample of this sort of discussions. As Gregory Crane 
explains, many “practitioners” of realpolitik take “History of the Peloponnesian War” as the 
begging of the International Relations theory of realism (Crane, 1998, p. 52). As the quotation 
confirms, realists believe that power, both military and economic, is the real fulcrum of politics 
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and its driving force. But while some states want power to expand, others search for power in order 
to defend themselves. (Mearsheimer, 2001, p.11). One of the most perceptive theorists was 
Niccolo Machiavelli, whose insights form the famous Il Principe (The Prince), a 16th century 
political guide book. In it he formulated and proclaimed ideas that seemed unthinkable to write or 
advocate; for instance, the concept that fear may be a better ally for a ruler than the love of the 
people - “…it is much safer to be feared, than be loved” (Machiavelli, 2019, p.152). The Classical 
realist theory claims that there is no real order in the world, no viable international peace 
organizations that could force big nations to comply against their wishes and interests. 
Furthermore, states are in a perpetual battle, not always a military one, to outdo and outperform 
one another. States are afraid to lose power, position and advantage and are always looking for 
ways to develop and improve their standings. In the 70’s the realist theory split into two main 
teachings – the offensive realism and the defensive realism. Kenneth Waltz is considered the father 
of defensive realism, as in his book “Theory of International Politics” he claims that states are 
mostly concerned with their own security and survival to the point where they will not risk any 
aggressive moves and preferably keep the status quo. As an answer to that John Mearsheimer 
advanced the theory on offensive realism in “The Tragedy of Great Power Politics”. According to 
him states put their own survival as a first priority and this perception requires them to accumulate 
weapons and strength as a way to achieve security, thus potentially disrupting the balance of 
power. After one state gains an advantage, others will look for ways to negate that, developing 
their own weapons and powers. In a domino effect the big countries will be getting more and more 
powerful, but only relative to the levels of those that could not afford to follow this trend. Such 
growth steadily increases the gap in power with smaller states and hence – decreases their 
autonomy. In the context of the Cold War realities, this seemed one of the logical models.   
The first big push into studying small states was in the 1960’s, with notable works by 
George Liska (“Alliances and the third world”, 1968) and Robert Rothstein (“Alliances and small 
powers”, 1968). They concentrated on the different perceptions of strengths and weaknesses in the 
midst of the Cold War. This is understandable, as during the bi-polarity of the period the notion of 
independence from the two main blocks was complicated. For them this was a more important 
element than the possibility for cooperation between countries with different positions of power. 
Rothstein specifically excluded from the rank of big powers everyone except the USA, USSR and 
the PRC. What is relatively novel is that Liska, in his 1968 book “Alliances and the third world” 
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does not define a Great power based only on the acquisition of a nuclear weapon, contradicting 
Rothstein and expanding the meaning.  
  One other separation in theory, when speaking about small states is concerned with the 
factors, explaining this defiant behavior – is if they are internal for a country or outside of its scope. 
Gvalia, Siroky et al. in their article produce an interesting view, putting an emphasis on history 
and internal ideas as a way to explain the behavior of small states. Miriam Elman takes a very 
similar position, by trying to find out if domestic policies are more important for small states than 
foreign affairs and thus – drive their actions on the international stage. This would mean that the 
internal politics of small states have a place on the big international arena. She argues that for both 
big and small actors’ domestic problems are first on their agenda. Big actors experience less 
external pressure and could concentrate on domestic affairs. On the contrary, she states that small 
actors have to comply with their citizens when taking decisions. The overall conclusion is that for 
the big and small states, domestic factors could take precedent when dealing with international 
situations. Colin Wight in “Agents, structures and international relations: politics as ontology” 
concentrates on the external connections and how they determine the magnitude of power of 
different agents. He also takes the time to debate if power is located in the state structure or in the 
individual. (G. Ivanov theses proposal, 2019). 
   
 Literary gap 
 
As Veenendaal and Corbett point out in their work, small states are often neglected in 
scientific research (p. 527). They even list the main reasons for this, citing the smallness of such 
states in the world, meaning they are insignificant in the field of International Relations. The 
second reason is connected to the first, it is the idea that because they are small and their capacity 
for decision-making is limited, they are not worth the effort. Yet, a counterpoint is that precisely 
because the average size of new states nowadays is decreasing, it is important to pay more attention 
to their specifics. In Addition to that, for a long time Belarus has being seen as a close to Moscow 
satellite (Ioffe, 2014, p. 104) but some of its latest decisions are in opposition to that assumption. 
This presents new fields for research regarding the agency of small states and could help with both 
empirical and academic conclusions.  
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Research question  
 
In his work, while deliberating on the agency of the individual and the institutions, Colin 
Wight quotes Spivak from an interview on her conclusion on the subject. Gayatri Spivak herself 
is a famous Indian scholar and critical theorist considered one of the most active and influential 
postcolonial intellectuals. Wights’s book is mainly based as a continuation and – at times – both 
confrontation and clarification of the ideas of Alexander Wendt about the agent-structure problem 
in International Relations. Wight lists the main problem of small states theory – the problem of 
power. Then, going between his thinking and the ideas of Barry Buzan, Wight admits that the 
distinction between the agency of the single person and the agency of the structure is a “quagmire” 
and that a clear line of separation is difficult to be drawn. In adding to this notion, the author quotes 
Spivak, in an interview, where she states “Agency relates to accountable reason. The idea of 
agency comes from the principle of accountable reason that one acts with responsibility that one 
has to assume the possibility of intention, one has to assume even the freedom of subjectivity in 
order to be responsible. That’s where agency is located” (p. 206). Because of that, my work is 
concentrated in Belarus as a fascinating empirical case. The first reason is that, after almost 16 
years in power, the will of one person – in this case, President Lukashenko, is effectively the will 
of the whole state. Having control for so long, after having rigged several elections, Lukashenko 
has no one to account to for his actions. Korosteleva (2012) names it “unlimited grip on power” 
(p. 43). The parliament and other institutions are a way for him to promote and reaffirm his own 
policies. Wight brings to the fore that there are three elements in agency – accountability, 
intentionality and subjectivity. In such a manner, in Belarus there is zero visibility regarding the 
process of approval or disapproval of specific policies. The question of subjectivity is more 
complicated. As Wight himself stipulates, “The world of agents is the subjective realm of 
individual choice”. Elaborating on this thought, he expands on the idea of subjectivity, citing 
Juduth Butler and Emile Durkheim on their visions about the individuality. As subjectivity goes, 
one can never know for certain the internal forces, that drive a person and this element would not 
be open for a scientific debate here. However, continuing on with Spivak’s words, Wight discusses 
this element as well and using Roy Bhaskar understanding of the agency problem, shortens 
Spivak’s account to two elements – the ability to act in accord with intention. In order to have 
some sort of standard, I utilize the assumption that a better life means a better economy, that is – 
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higher GDP. Intentionality – was the result wanted, possibly foreseen? Again, the economic and 
possible political benefits are a major element. And to put this in the context of small states and 
Belarus, my research question is: To what extent could a small state act in its best economic 
interests, while staying relatively neutral between two antagonistic powers. I will concentrate 
on these notions, accountability, and intentionality, and follow this line through several foreign 
policy actions that president Lukashenko has undertaken through the years. In this way, I hope to 
see if his actions can answer the “test” for agency. Now, I do understand that this test could perhaps 
be considered stretching Spivak’s words a little bit. Nevertheless Belarus is a rare country, neutral 
and autocratic, driven in its course by the will of a single person. It is in a unique position, copying 
authoritarian measures form the Cold War into the XXI century. Because of this, even from a 
vague and open statement, as the one made by Gayatri Spivak, one could start to look into and 
analyze the possible agency of a small, authoritarian state in the complicated, multi-powered world 
of today. Because, if we follow the realist perspective, small states have no real power and no 
actual choice to make, they are subjected to the whims of bigger, greater states. Of course, if we 
follow the institutionalists view, all states are themselves subjected to the collective will of greater 
institutions, like the UN, WHO, WTO, EU and so on. As Hurrell (1995), notices, small states aim 
to entangle large ones in order to limit their freedom (p. 342).  
Three directions of Belarus’s foreign policy actions will be examined in order to answer 
the aforementioned research question: the relations with Russia in the diplomatic, economic and 
energy context; the contacts with the European Union, again on a diplomatic and economic level; 
finally, the development of recent contacts with China and the possible economic benefits for 
Belarus. Using as basis the words of Spivak and the elements that she notices, a study will be made 
about the actions of the Belorussian government. If they are indeed found to be in opposition to 
great powers, the neorealist theories could not only face serious challenge, but perhaps a new 
characterization may have to be created in order to encompass the possibilities of underestimated 
countries, similar to the one presented in Jesse and Drayer (p. 11). Such a survey could add some 
details to the way the Small states theory regards and determines the scope of their role on the 
international stage.  
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Methodology 
 
In order to answer the question, I will use a qualitative research methodology, employing 
a comparative case study design. In the first part of every case, using available information from 
government sources, statements and interviews, a picture will be made of what Belarus does in its 
relations with other international players. In the second part of each case, the action taken by 
Belarus will be examined for the two elements, described by Spivak. The case study methodology 
will thus allow for a better analysis, as independence, especially in interstate foreign relations, is 
a complex and contested question, which is difficult to measure. The data that will be used for this 
research will be collected from publicly available open sources, while also compared between 
sources. Some of the sources that are going to be used will be international news agencies, 
government reports (in both Russian and English), reports of think tanks, and statistical analysis 
from the government of Belarus and its agencies. For the verification, the separate pieces of 
information will be cross-referenced with other independent open sources and, where available, 
academic articles. This should be done as information flow is often tendentious and has to be 
scrutinized. 
 
Case study 
 
As stipulated earlier, because of its position between Russia and the EU and with its 
longstanding autocratic leader, Belarus is a fascinating empirical example. One question that must 
be clarified is about the smallness of Belarus. It must be noted that when they speak about small 
states, different authors use specific ways to determine how and what is small. In a chapter in 
“Realism in Practice”, A. Simpson lists at least 4 criteria (“Realism in Practice: an appraisal”, p. 
120) and some authors use the term interchangeably (Elman, 1995, p. 172). It is difficult to choose 
one set of criteria for what is small, but as A. Simpson points out, using a comparison of scale 
between France, Belgium and Luxemburg Belarus is small compared to Russia (Orsi, D., & 
Nurnus, A. (2018, p.122). Taking into account the size of Russia and the EU as an economic entity, 
Belarus could be considered a small state.  
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Significant internal and external elements exist, that influence the decision making of 
Belarus. The first and most obvious is its big eastern neighbor – Russia. There are at least two 
factors that comprise Russia’s interest in Belarus with additional sub-factors. First are those of 
economic and geographic significance. Due to its location, Russia’s pipelines to the west go 
through the heartland of Belarus – the Yamal and Druzhba (Friendship) oil and gas pipelines. The 
secure transport of these goods is vital for the economy of Moscow. Both as the USSR and as the 
Russian Federation (Zickel, 1991, p. 505) most of the Kremlin’s income is from oil and gas. The 
crisis in Ukraine demonstrated the importance of energy road security. Nowadays, with the 
questionable Nord Stream 2, the power lines to mainland Europe are even more important. The 
second one concerns military importance. Since the dissolution of the USSR, NATO has been 
steadily advancing eastward and this has neither gone unnoticed, nor been welcomed by Moscow1. 
In his book “Prisoners of Geography” Tim Marshall explains how the Kremlin sees Poland and 
the Baltic states as front lines of the Atlantic treaty. In addition, one must not forget the existence 
of Kaliningrad, the Russian exclave between Lithuania and Poland. Belarus is the first and closest 
non-NATO country. The easiest, quickest link goes through Belarus. As Marshall indicates, the 
North European Plain is of strategic importance to both NATO and Moscow. This is underlined 
by Russia’s need to be able to link with its citizens there, but also due to the presence of a large 
military complex there (Marshall, 2015, p.93). A third sub- factor in the Russia-Belarus relations 
is the EU trade. Belarus is between the two blocs and is thus not only a road from Russia to Western 
Europe, but also the shortest way for European goods to reach Moscow. More importance was 
given to the link after the 2014-2015 Ukraine crisis. As part of EU sanctions against Moscow, a 
number of goods were banned from sale in Russia. As Yeliseyeu (2017) comments in an article, 
to sidestep that the Russian Federation began using Belarus as an intermediary, making it one of 
the “major tropical fruit traders” (p. 6). A lot of goods, including luxury ones, were rerouted, 
repackaged or re-exported via Minsk. While there have been such reports, reliable evidence rarely 
leads to backlash for Belarus. Nonetheless, I am mentioning this to show a delicate relationship. 
Belarus is useful as a de jure neutral country for trade. This underlines the importance of keeping 
Minsk’s government obedient and in check, as far as possible.  
 
1 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-nato-summit-putin/putin-criticizes-nato-expansion-as-alliance-holds-london-
summit-idUSKBN1Y71K5 
11 Ivanov 
 The second sets of reasons are more political and historical than economic or geographic. 
For most of its modern history during the 20th century, Belarus was part of the USSR and the 
Russian sphere of “privileged interests” (Nice, 2013, p. 80). This connection has more to do with 
history and culture, than trade and economy. After 1991 many former Soviet countries took to the 
independent international stage, searching for a place in it, looking for identity. Most of them share 
certain cultural similarities with Russia – history, language and alphabet, religion – but none quite 
as much as Belarus. Minsk refused to budge even in the face of the Corona virus2 and held the 
traditional 9th of May military parade, part of the commemorations for the fallen soldiers during 
the war. At the same time president Lukashenko uses different ways to keep Moscow at bay about 
his intentions. In the end of 2019, the Parliament of Belarus accepted proposition to change its 
Coat of arms and this was done in the start of 20203. The curious moment is that on the new coat 
of arms the globe shows significantly more of Europe and less of Russia. While this might be just 
a coincidence, it has noт escaped the attention of Russian media and the possible implications4. If 
Belarus were to slip away from Moscow’s control, this would be close to an existential crisis, and 
cultural shock. This will be further exacerbated if Minsk changes colors and joins or even attempts 
to join NATO as well. 
 The other vector of Belorussian foreign politics is to the Western Europe. Here the 
multisector elements and possibilities are less complex, but again, for clarity, one could begin with 
geography, economy and security. One major characteristic of the EU contacts with Belarus is the 
level of tension over the years. The change in intensity is also interesting, as it speaks volumes 
about the internal changes in the EU itself. Since 2004 Belarus has been a direct neighbor of three 
EU states. There is a serious division in Brussels regarding how to act towards Minsk. On one 
hand, just like Russia, the EU sees the benefits of having good communication lines with the transit 
state and generally this has become the practical view. On the other hand, Belarus might be some 
way off the desired political and human freedom level. This is the moment where the EU has 
demonstrated flexibility in recent years. This was not always the case. Before 2004, EU looked at 
Lukashenko as someone akin to a usurper and an illegitimate ruler. This was shown in 2006, when 
an EU “Non paper” on the future relations with Belarus was addressed to the people of Belarus, 
 
2 https://novayagazeta.ru/articles/2020/05/09/85314-chumovoy-parad-v-minske  
3 https://belarusfeed.com/belarus-new-coat-arms-russia-europe/  
4 https://www.gazeta.ru/politics/2020/02/13_a_12959383.shtml  
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not the government – a clear nod about its sentiments. Gradually the notion of cooperation with 
the state of Belarus overtook the idea of changing the regime beforehand. The Eastern Partnership 
program illustrated this new policy. It was aimed towards the East and included Ukraine, Moldova 
and Belarus, Georgia, Azerbaijan and Armenia. Minsk was included in it and it is perceived that 
the intense communication and its aims- “low politics and… functional cooperation” (Bosse, 2012, 
p.377) helped to develop better understanding. This shows the flexibility of the EU, and its ability 
to change policies, during Lukashenko’s stay in power. One could also argue that this change is 
the result of the rebuff that Lukashenko has been giving Putin.  
The third pivot of Belarus’s foreign policy is the attention that Minsk pays to China in 
recent years. This cordial relationship started as early as the beginning of the 20th century and 
Minsk is using the Chinese appetites for trade and commerce with the West. Belarus is looking for 
gains both through the “Belt and Road initiative” and by way of bilateral agreements. The main 
interest of Beijing seems to be in setting a foothold for its goods and overtime both sides have 
found a way to work with each other. Yet, it is interesting to see at what length they are willing to 
go in order to strengthen the relationship.  
When talking about the economy of Belarus I will work with data, provided by the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), further using data by the Belarussian Ministry of Finance, the 
World Bank and other international institutions. Unfortunately, prior to 2009, the Ministry of 
Finance of Belarus does not present detailed economic data online. That is why for moments prior 
to that I will use information from outside sources. To compare economic changes and have a 
better view on the consequences, I will trace one year prior to an event and one after it, so the 
period 2003-2005 and 2006-2008. In order to see if all the income goes into the state and to take 
corruption into account, I will look at the Gini coefficient as well as a corruption indexes, published 
by Transparency International. I will also take into account the Worldwide Governance Indicators 
data for Belarus between 1996 and 2014 for an overall picture. Thus, I hope to see specific changes 
that are the products of a political decision and not the overall economic situation. 
Throughout not only the researched period, but over a span of 16 years the data about 
corruption and ineffectiveness of the government of Belarus is constant. Its measures between 
2004 and 2010 changed little, going between 10.2 (2004) and 10.5 (2009), without a significant 
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change5. Meanwhile the Corruption index of Transparency International6 shows a drop between 
2004 and 2011, going from 33 points in 2004 to 20 points in 2008 and rising moderately to 24 
points in 2011. This demonstrates that the levels of corruption have been low during the period. In 
the meantime, the Gini coefficient with data from the World Bank, has been steady, with values 
between 26.50 in 2004 and 27.70 in 2009. This means that the dispersion of inequality has been 
stable in the studied period and any economic developments, positive or negative, will have 
impacted the population equally. 
 
 Belarus and Russia – past and present, friends and foes  
 
Because Belarus is a small state, it is dependent on its biggest direct neighbor – Russia, not 
only because of its size, but because Belarus is lacking any natural energy resources. Byelorussian 
economy is “…very dependent on Russia’s benevolence, translated into special prices for energy 
supplies” (Kudors, 2017, p. 6) and is very energy ineffective. Because of that the country needs 
the Russian energy support. This is a specific downside for Minsk, as most ex-Soviet countries 
have some energy resources, like Kazakhstan and Kirgizstan (Aliev, 2013, p. 137). The country 
does have an oil refinery, but the crude oil for it is supplied by Moscow. Because of that, any 
serious gas or oil disputes could be disastrous for Belarus and its economy. So, it depends on 
Russia for gas, oil and as a major trading partner (Frear, 2013). Historically, Belarus has always 
been close Russian ally. Belarus was one of the founding states of the Soviet Union in 1922. It 
remained part of the USSR until august 1991. Soon after Minsk left the Soviet Union, it collapsed, 
in December of the same year. In order to keep control over some of its former territories, in the 
end of 1991 Moscow created the Commonwealth of independent states (CIS). As Vieira (2016) 
clarifies, this is just one of the integration initiatives of Moscow, trying to keep close its long list 
of “Near Abroad” allies (p.42). This, however, didn’t stop some former countries from completely 
disconnecting from the policies of the Kremlin, like the Baltic States. Another way, by which 
 
5 "Document Detail." World Bank. Accessed August 3, 2020.        
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-
reports/documentdetail/464601467989469528/country-data-report-for-belarus-1996-2014 
6 "Belarus Corruption Index | 1998-2019 Data | 2020-2022 Forecast | Historical | Chart." TRADING   
ECONOMICS | 20 Million INDICATORS FROM 196 COUNTRIES. Accessed August 3, 2020.    
https://tradingeconomics.com/belarus/corruption-index. 
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Moscow looked to keep some form of contact and control, made especially for Belarus, was the 
Union State. 
The Union State (US) is an interesting international formation, because its concept evolved 
through the years, without so far, reaching its main goal – the unification of Russia and Belarus in 
a form of federalist state. Its practical image evolved along the lines of the political players that 
were involved. In the beginning, when the processes were led by Boris Yeltsin, the Union State 
was seen by Moscow as a way to keep some of its satellites close7. From Belarus’s perspective, it 
was seen as an opportunity for Minsk to continue to receive oil and gas at low prices (Balmaceda, 
2014, p. 74)8. Furthermore, it is believed that for Lukashenko there could have been the possibility 
to advance his own personal political career on a bigger stage (Marples, 2008, p. 27). One reason 
to see it like that is the idea that he could have become the Head of state of the new entity. This 
was especially visible when contrasted against the ‘leadership’ of Boris Yeltsin (Vieira, 2016, p. 
45). With the change of guard in Moscow, this idea disappeared. During the 2000’s there were 
sporadic meetings between Lukashenko and Putin, discussing the developments of the Union State 
institutions, including a financial union, but none of them materialized. Moreover, several times 
the two leaders have come to political blows with each-other and the close relationship was put to 
the test. There were two gas crisis and what has become known as a “Milk” war with both countries 
throwing accusations at one another (Chochia, 2009, p. 95). Those moments are interesting, 
because they show how and when is Lukashenko willing to disrupt the status quo. Another option 
for the intensification of these talks was the idea that President Putin could use the Union State as 
an excuse to prolong his stay in power. As a potentially new legal entity, he could claim to have 
the right to another term9. This could be seen as too far-fetched for some analysts, but for others 
considered it a possibility.  
After several unfruitful summits, in the end of 2019 the Lukashenko – Putin meetings 
intensified. They met several times and the future of the Union State made a big part of the 
 
7 "The prospect of union between Russia and Belarus." Strategic Comments 25, no. 2 (2019), iv-vi. 
doi:10.1080/13567888.2019.1601444. The article gives an overlook on the general position of the future Super 
State, noticing that due to the discrepancies between the two states, close cooperation will not necessarily be as 
Moscow sees it.  
8 Here also Vieira, 2016, p. 44, Table one gives ample information about the price discounts that Minsk enjoys 
through the years.  
9 "Putin Squeezes Belarus Strongman in Bid to Skirt Term Limits." Bloomberg.com. Last modified July 29, 2020. 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-02-12/putin-wields-oil-weapon-for-a-superstate-to-run-after-
russia.  
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discussions. An interesting thing happened along the talks. People in Belarus took to the streets to 
protest the possibility of a unification with Russia. They were waving the old white-red-white flag 
of Belarus, now a symbol of resistance. Even though Lukashenko officially tried to limit the 
protests, it seems that he actually allowed them. The police did not try to stop them, which is their 
usual behavior on other similar occasions10. This sent two clear messages abroad, mainly to 
Moscow. First, that Lukashenko and perhaps some part of the Belarusian society have found an 
agreement on one point – that Belarus should remain independent. When needed, Lukashenko 
could use this to rally people behind his actions. The second message is that there is a Byelorussian 
identity that had been formed during the independence years and could now express itself. This is 
further emphasized by scientific research, conducted between 2001 and 2005 (Allison, 2005, p. 
507)11. It shows the difference there is between what outsiders presume about Belarussians and 
their actual views on Europe, the EU, NATO and the world. Such a movement could be a hindrance 
for any future Russian plans towards Minsk. A reminder of this cold-war thinking was presented 
by the then President Medvedev in 2008, after the Georgi-Russian war. In an interview for the 
Russian TV, he stated a set of principles to guide the Russian foreign policy12. Amongst them he 
used the term “privileged interests” for places, where Moscow feel they should dictate the course 
of development. As Stratfor magazine puts in bluntly: “…the Russians have special interests in 
the former Soviet Union and in friendly relations with these states. Intrusions by others into these 
regions that undermine pro-Russian regimes will be regarded as a threat to Russia's "special 
interests.”13. 
The possible implications, should Putin neglect Belarus, were made visible during the 2004 
and 2007 gas disputes and the 2009 Milk war. In the winter of 2004 was the first significant energy 
dispute between the two countries. After 1991 Belarus had used Russian gas, buying it at domestic 
Russian price, which is about a third or a fourth of its market price in Western Europe (Allison, 
2005, Table 1). This preferential price was not applied for political reasons, but also because two 
 
10"Protests As Belarus-Russia Integration Talks Deepen." Euronews. Last modified December 21, 2019. 
https://www.euronews.com/2019/12/21/protests-as-belarus-russia-integration-talks-deepen.  
11 What is interesting about the Table 1 is that in 2005 more people from Russia stated that they wanted their country 
to join NATO, then people in Ukraine and Belarus.  
12 "Интервью Дмитрия Медведева российским телеканалам." Президент России. Last modified August 31, 2008. 
https://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/1276.  
13"The Medvedev Doctrine and American Strategy." Stratfor. Last modified September 2, 2008. 
https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/medvedev-doctrine-and-american-strategy.  
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major pipelines (Yamal for gas and Druzhba for oil) run through the territory of Belarus and it was 
claimed that the host state was receiving price discounts. Gradually the situation began to change. 
In 1998 Russia suffered serious economic downfall and as a result Moscow started to have more 
pragmatic relations with its neighbors and “…thereby abstaining from … subsidizing” its former 
Eastern satellites (Vieira, 2018, p. 4). This meant that Belarus would have to pay more for gas. It 
was the first moment that caused a strain between the neighbors as Belarus was unwilling and 
financially not prepared for such developments. In order to secure its transit through Belarus and 
using the situation, the Russian gas company Gazprom decided to buy its Byelorussian counterpart 
– Beltransgaz. There were significant differences in the valuation of the network and when solution 
to this was not reached, on January 1st 2004 Gazprom stopped supplying Belarus with natural gas. 
It is claimed, that in order to secure its gas needs, Minsk diverted gas for Western countries from 
the pipeline network. Some minor difficulties were experienced as a result in Germany and Poland 
(Proedrou, 2016, p. 83). However, Belarus needed to find another way to secure energy deliveries 
and looked at the energy market. As a result, it concluded deals at a market price. In the middle of 
2004, an agreement was reached with Gazprom for a new price of the deliveries. Nonetheless, a 
deal for the gas network was out of the question for Minsk at that time and Lukashenko managed 
to sway the idea of selling its main source of control.  
In 2004 Belarus experienced for the first time a serious stop of gas flow and had to purchase 
energy at higher prices. How did this affect the economy? For a four-year period, there was a 
steady wage growth, 31 % between 2000 and 2001, another 8 % for the period 2001-2002 and 
another 24 % from March 2004 to March 2005. As the IMF notices (2006 report, p.6), the increase 
in wages at the time was not equal to that of productivity, which grew with between 5 % (2001) 
and 12 % (2005), generally lagging behind wages. At the same time the inflation was pressed 
down. Starting at 28 % in 2003, it went down to 11 % in 2004, combined with 11% GDP growth. 
This shows that for that period the economy was very strong and the World Bank stipulates that 
the National Bank of Belarus14 made calculated efforts to lower the inflation. If we combine that 
with the steps made by Lukashenko, we can see that in an economically strong position (especially 
after in 2005 Belarus managed to lower its inflation below that of Russia) the president decided to 
 
14 International Monetary Fund, Republic of Belarus: 2007 Article IV Consultation-Staff Report; Staff Supplement; 
Public Information Notice on the Executive Board Discussion; and Statement by the Executive Director for the 
Republic of Belarus, last modified 2007, p.14 
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defend its position, even at the risk of antagonizing with Moscow. The IMF further stressed that 
the growth of Belarus has been impressive during that period, even compared to other CIS 
members. Despite the fall-out with Moscow, the investments from Russia to Belarus continued to 
rise. However, the most serious connection remained the gas and oil subsidies which, according to 
IMF account for up to 13 % of the overall GDP of Belarus. Being in a relatively strong position, 
Lukashenko played a direct confrontation against Russia, even though in reality, Moscow decided 
not to press hard, because there was no serious drop in the economic indicators. If the Russian 
leadership was actually upset, they could have given a serious blow to Belarus, by cutting their 
energy subsidies. 
It took another crisis for the Beltransgaz problem to be solved in the interest of Gazprom. 
Since 2006 Belarus was paying 46 USD for 1000 cubic meters of gas, while Germany was paying 
290 USD!! There were serious additional opt-outs that that Minsk was enjoying from Moscow as 
well. Russia exported oil to Belarus at low price, even paying custom fees to Minsk. The crude oil 
was then refined in Belarus and the state would then sell the product, keeping all the revenues. 
According to economists, this amounted to around 2 billion USD in direct subsidies, excluding 
extra ad hoc loans15, other subsidies, included beforehand or Moscow turning a blind eye to the 
booming oil trade. On top of all this, in the end of 2006 Belarus started to demand a 45 USD per 
ton transfer fee for the transportation of Russian oil through the Druzhba pipeline to Western 
Europe. When Russia rejected this new fee, it is claimed that Belarus started to “siphon” oil from 
the pipeline. As a retaliation, on January the 8th 2007 export of oil from Russia through the Belarus 
pipeline system was halted. A new set of negotiations began and Russia put the foot down 
regarding the pipeline ownership. Only after that an agreement was reached and Gazprom acquired 
part of Beltransgaz. In August of the same year Belarus was further forced to pay its outstanding 
debts to Gazprom. As a result, Russia bought the half of the Belarusian pipelines for 2,5 billion 
USD16. In 2011 the other half was bought for another 2,5 billion USD. According to the deal, the 
gas price will be 165.6 USD per 1000 cubic meters for 2012 and be adjusted to inflation for future 
payments. 
 
15 https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-russia-oil-belarus-economy-factbox/factbox-economic-health-of-belarus-in-
dispute-with-russia-over-oil-supplies-idUSKBN1ZD1QZ  
16 https://www.enerdata.net/publications/daily-energy-news/gazprom-takes-full-ownership-beltransgaz-after-gas-
deal.html  
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During this time, the GDP was growing steadily, with 9.9 % in 2006, 7.8 % in 2007 and 
6.4 % in 2008, taking into account the financial crisis that started in the same year. On the other 
hand, in 2006 the inflation was at 6.6 %, 11.1 % in 2007 and 13.7 % in 2008. The wages were in 
the same positive progression, with 8 % in 2006, 8.2 % in 2007 and dropping to 6.5 % in 2008. 
One should pay special attention about the civil service wage fluctuations, because of the character 
of the Belarusian economy. In Minsk, with a “highly concentrated economy” 17 the public sector 
wages are the bench-mark and the private companies use them to regulate their own payments. 
The GDP continued to be stable until 2009, when there was a severe drop and the growth was 
barely 1.4 %. But even after Gazprom acquired the whole of the Belarussian network, or because 
of that, the energy bill of Belarus continued to grow. If we look into the numbers, Beltransgaz was 
sold for 5 billion USD overall. At the same time, Minsk had to accept new gas prices. It could be 
that after 2004 the selling of the gas pipeline network was inevitable. It must be noted that the next 
crisis happened only after Belarus started demanding extra 45 USD a ton transfer fee. One could 
speculate if Lukashenko was looking for extra money or wanted to push Moscow into bidding for 
the pipelines. 
The next example of this complicated accord has a long pre-history. After the dissolution 
of the USSR and the subsequent split of territories, several new nations became independent again. 
One of them is Georgia. Two sections of its territory, now known as South Ossetia and Abkhazia, 
refused to recognize the government in Tbilisi and tried to become autonomous. The crisis between 
Georgia and Russia began when Moscow decided to open diplomatic negotiations with the two 
territories, thereby recognizing them as independent entities. Up until then the two entities were in 
a rebellious regime regarding Georgia, but there was little hope for attracting serious international 
attention, let alone from a nuclear power. The people of Abkhazia got as far the recognition of the 
territory as part of Georgia, but nowhere beyond this. (Government of Georgia, 2014). This 
changed in 2008. Perhaps the real reason for Russia’s action was the serious intention of Georgia 
to integrate itself within the Western institutions and NATO. Mitchell (2012) discusses at length 
not only the way color revolutions developed at that period, but the suspicions of Russian leaders 
about their true cause. (p. 77). After Moscow opened diplomatic channels with the two territories, 
 
17International Monetary Fund, Republic of Belarus: 2005 Article IV Consultation-Staff Report; Public Information 
Notice on the Executive Board Discussion; and Statements by the Executive Director for the Republic of Belarus, last 
modified 2005, p.13  
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in the summer of 2008 a short war erupted between Russia and Georgia. Russia won, and in order 
to show its prowess, or to cause a long-standing conflict in the area, or simply to add insult to 
injury, recognized the two entities.  
As one consequence of that war, Russia needed to find further diplomatic support for its 
decision and to sustain the claim that the two territories are independent. This meant that other 
countries should recognize Abkhazia and South Ossetia as independent states as well. Moscow 
began diplomatic forays, looking for support, including in some very exotic destinations. After 
many challenges few states have recognized the two new entities. It is claimed that serious amount 
of money had been used to achieve that, a so-called “Checkbook diplomacy”18. One of the states 
that allegedly was offered financial help in return for diplomatic support, was Belarus, and 
according to Lukashenko, his county’s support was valued at some 500 million USD, that were 
refused19. Although the Russia state had rebuffed all these allegations, there are serious reasons to 
believe that some sort of discussions took place. We have some further evidence regarding the way 
Russia conducts diplomatic talks. An indicator to those diplomatic practices is the 2011-2015 
Vanuatu recognition of Abkhazia. In a series of diplomatic ups-and-downs, the small Pacific state 
changed its position several times. In 2011 Abkhazia was recognized by Vanuatu. It is claimed 
that this was caused by serious financial backing from Russia and that the same effort was put into 
the recognition of South Ossetia as well, a notion ridiculed by the Swedish Minister for Foreign 
Affairs at that time20. In 2013 Vanuatu withdrew on its statements, saying that while there have 
been possible contacts, no real diplomatic relations have been established. Furthermore, the then-
Prime minister underlined his support for the integrity and indivisibility of Georgia. Then, in what 
equaled a ping-pong game, the foreign minister met with his alleged Abkhazian opposite number 
in order to “strengthen relations”, then stated that there was no incompatibility in having 
diplomatic relations with both Georgia and Abkhazia, and in June of the same year he was sacked 
as foreign minister; a week later he became prime minister and to this day Vanuatu is on the 
 
18 https://newrepublic.com/article/117238/tuvalu-bruises-russia-establishing-diplomatic-ties-georgia  
19 "Belarus Leader Rejects Conditions on Russian Loan." U.S. Last modified June 5, 2009. 
https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSL51033548.  
20 "Sweden: Recognition of South Ossetia and Abkhazia by Russia is a “bad Joke” - News - GeorgiaTimes.info." 
Wayback Machine. Accessed August 1, 2020. 
https://web.archive.org/web/20091213215440/www.georgiatimes.info/en/news/27301.html.  
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position that it recognizes Abkhazia. The most recent country to recognize the separatists is Syria, 
in 2018, amidst its civil war, while relying heavily on Russian support21.  
Returning to Belarus’s position, chronologically, even as far back as 1995, when the main 
conflict between Abkhazia and Georgia was in its infancy, Belarus had a say on things, trying to 
oppose sanctions, placed on Abkhazia by the other CIS members (Unrepresented Nations and 
Peoples Organization: Yearbook, 1997, p. 42). In 2009, after the Georgia-Russia war and the 
subsequent Russia recognition of the territories as independent, the Byelorussian government sent 
envoys to the two entities and later president Lukashenko called the then-leader of Abkhazia 
“President” (Lukashenko, 2009). However, soon after these words things took a different turn and 
Belarus halted all actions towards the recognition of Abkhazia. Officially, Lukashenko wanted the 
newly elected Parliament to have a say on the matter22. Later on, pressure was subtly increased by 
the EU with the notion for possible exclusion from the Eastern Partnership program, should there 
be a recognition.23 In 2015 Lukashenko visited Georgia and supported publicly the integrity of the 
country and the government24, thereby asserting the position of not recognizing the separatist 
movements. It is claimed by Georgian sources that for this position, Georgia is continuously 
buying Belorussian merchandise that they would not have been interested in other circumstances25. 
From its participation in the Eastern Partnership, Belarus received more than 700 million EU 
increase in trade26 (adjusted for inflation, they equal around 770 million USD), while Russia 
offered allegedly 500 million USD.  
After the Belarusian refusal to support Russia’s recognition, a retaliation came. In 2009 
and after the refuse of a loan Moscow banned Belarusian dairy products, stating health hazards27. 
This has become a standard of Russian politics, a way to send the message that the relationship is 
 
21 Deutsche Welle (www.dw.com). "Syria Recognizes Georgia's Breakaway Regions in Nod to Russia." DW.COM. 
Accessed August 1, 2020. https://www.dw.com/en/syria-recognizes-georgias-breakaway-regions-in-nod-to-
russia/a-43988153.  
22 https://ria.ru/20080908/151063444.html  
23https://web.archive.org/web/20140121193709/www.rferl.org/content/EU_Foreign_Ministers_Discuss_Eastern_
Partnership/1497826.html  
24 "Bilateral Ties Between Georgia and Belarus Take a New Turn." Jamestown. Last modified April 28, 2015.  
https://jamestown.org/program/bilateral-ties-between-georgia-and-belarus-take-a-new-turn/.  
25 "Georgia Still Paying Belarus for Non-recognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia." Accessed August 1, 2020. 
https://naviny.belsat.eu/en/news/georgia-still-paying-belarus-for-non-recognition-of-abkhazia-and-south-ossetia/.  
26https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/2995521/6836772/6-20052015-BP-EN.pdf/1b8e0bd3-a47d-4ef4-
bca6-9fbb7ef1c7f9  
27"The Milk Split by the Milk War." POLITICO. Last modified April 12, 2014.  https://www.politico.eu/article/the-milk-
split-by-the-milk-war/.  
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not going according to Moscow’s liking. Minsk should have been worried, because such gestures 
were made to Georgia prior to its conflict with Russia. (Shlapentokh, 2012, p. 11) As a response, 
Belarus tried to receive EU certificates for its products. The ban had serious effect on Belarus, as 
a large part of all its dairy products go to Russia. After negotiations in June of the same year, the 
ban was eventually removed and the possible health issues were not mentioned again. An analysist 
from the European Council on Foreign Relations claimed Lukashenko had come-out as a winner 
in this show-down, but even this win could be problematic in the long run28. Despite all promises 
made, Belarus had so-far refused to enter into diplomatic relations with both Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia. During 2013 and 2018 there have been further bans on products from Belarus, but most 
were temporary and short-lived29. Still Russia remains the main trade partner, the only supplier of 
natural gas, the big ally. But Lukashenko is aware that too much commitment confine him. Because 
of this he is starting to be shy from decisive political support for. As Zinovyev (2017) puts it in his 
article, the foreign policy of Belarus towards Russia reminds of a pendulum – even with small 
swings, it is not constant and Moscow is not guaranteed support (p. 129).    
 
EU and Belarus – standards and duplicity 
 
The dynamic of the Belarus-EU relations is somewhat calmer and bereft of conflicts, but 
no-less vigorous. Their communication began as early as 1991, when Belarus claimed its 
independence from the USSR. Over the years, two main approaches formed, that mark the contact 
between the EU and Belarus. The first is dedicated to the defense of human rights and its poor 
conditions in Belarus. Since 1994 there have been a significant rise in the cases of violations of 
human rights, of voting violations and general disregard for civil liberties. They are somewhat 
periodic and occur close to or during elections. That is why the first gap between Minsk and 
Brussels occurred in 1995, based on the previous year’s elections, won by Lukashenko, his first in 
 
28 "Belarus, Russia Solve Milk Row, Other Problems Loom." U.S. Last modified June 20, 2009. 
https://www.reuters.com/article/belarus-russia/belarus-russia-solve-milk-row-other-problems-loom-
idUSLJ28756920090620.  
29 "Russia Continues to Restrict the Import of Belarusian Products." Uawire.org. Accessed August 1, 2020. 
https://uawire.org/russia-continues-to-restrict-the-import-of-belarusian-products.  
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a long, uninterrupted series. Since then the relations resemble a back and forth dance, with the 
rhythm depending on the elections and major international affairs outside of Belarus.  
The forward moves come when the pragmatic part of the EU kicks-in and Minsk’s 
geostrategic position and importance overrides its disregard for honest elections and freedom of 
speech. Of course, this is not (or not always) a unilateral action and the position of president 
Lukashenko also changes from time to time, when the need arises. He uses the proximity to EU 
and its economic benefits both for Belarus and his relations with Russia. Releasing political 
prisoners could demonstrate such a change (Bosse, 2013, p. 375). A corner stone of the approach 
between the EU and Belarus is the Eastern partnership. It is part of the bigger Neighborhood policy 
of Brussels (Korosteleva, 2015, p. 679). This covers the former Soviet republics as well as North 
Africa and the Middle East states. It is the policy of the EU to offer financial assistance on those 
close countries in exchange for reforms and compliance with rules when conducting their internal 
politics. However, Belarus has been kept at an arm’s length from direct participation or even 
acquaintance in the EU affairs for quite some time, despite its connections with the union. EU has 
not even ratified the Partnership and cooperation agreement from 1995 and the reason, stated by 
the EU Commission is the “lack of commitment to democracy and political and civil rights”30. 
Because of this, the trade between the two sides is based on the 1989 EEC – USSR trade 
agreement! As of 2018 Russia still remains the largest import state (59.31 %), followed by China 
(8.22 %) and Germany (4.75 %). Russia is still the largest market for Belarusian goods, with 38. 
4 %. (Hrechyshkina, 2019, p. 50). 
Furthermore, through the years, when needed the EU has coquetted with the idea that 
Belarus is part of the Europe and being one day part of the EU is not out of the question. As Gunter 
Verheugen, then Commissioner for Enlargement said in 2004: “No-one is questioning the fact that 
Belarus is a European nation, which could raise the issue of its membership in the EU”. (Allison, 
2005, p. 490). It is the position of Minsk that Belarus is a bridge between the two grounds – EU 
and Russia and should maintain close contacts with both sides. Such claims have helped 
Lukashenko in making statements that his country will eventually join the EU (Ibid, p. 491). A 
note should be made that several EU member states have serious interest in both the internal and 
 
30 "Belarus - Trade - European Commission." European Commission | Choose Your Language | Choisir Une  Langue | 
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foreign policy and predictability of Minsk. To add to that, some EU states, especially the Baltic 
republics, Slovenia and The Czech Republic, among others (Bosse, 2017, p. 295) have business 
interests and tried to aid them and use them when dealing with Minsk. This again helps 
Lukashenko, in two ways. First, it’s another line through which he is connected to the west and 
could use to navigate his way. Second, such business could be a potential source for business and 
tax revenue for his country, a step that Russian business people have not demonstrated so far.  
As stated at the beginning of this chapter, the first role, that the EU sees itself regarding its 
neighbors is the one of democracy promoter in the world. Over time, Brussels hoped that constant 
contact with the Western world and its values could bring change to undemocratic regimes. This 
hope proved to be in vain in the case of Minsk. This does not mean that after every election, held 
in Belarus, and marked by violations of human rights and freedoms, the EU does not take new 
steps to demonstrate its displeasure with the regime. But over the years this behavior has been 
steadily replaced by the concept of functional co-operation. The process was aided by the fact that 
after the 2004 enlargement of the EU, experts from the new countries found their way in the EU 
institutions, including in DG RELEX (now EEAS) and have helped to bring a better understanding 
about Belarus. The Eastern partnership is one of the results, as it is a complex program, that could 
be used both as a way to prepare a country for future ascendance into the EU and as a way to 
cooperate with those that are not so interested in full membership (Bosse, 2013, p. 376).  
One should not forget that the EU would like to help and uses to opportunity to do so, 
regarding Belarusian independence vis-à-vis Russia. Such possibilities are again linked with 
Mink’s EU neighbors who see Belarus as a useful and predictable buffer more than they see it as 
the last dictatorship in Europe. In 2011 the President of Lithuania Dalia Grybauskaitė described 
Lukashenko as a “guarantee of stability in Belarus”, further stating that he is protecting not only 
his country, but hers as well, from Russia. (Nice, 2013, p. 9). Belarus, from its side, uses the EU 
as a counter-weight in the policy towards Moscow. This is helped by the fact that in his 
“undemocratic” (Ibid, p.10) regime Lukashenko could follow a certain policy for a long time. 
Furthermore, any effect from these policies is amplified by the fact that there is no-need to look 
for approval from the society. Lukashenko is verbally trying to position himself as a defender of 
the Russian interests, be it from the actions of the EU or even NATO - “Belarus is an outpost on 
the border with NATO … will always defend not only itself but also Russia” (Allison, 2005, p. 
492) In such a way the Byelorussian president achieves two seemingly very incompatible tasks – 
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to present himself as useful to Brussels and important for Moscow. At the same time, he is creating 
a Belarusian identity that is different from Russia. For Russia, the current position of Belarus is 
proving useful as a transit nation. Furthermore, any significant change in Belarus could be 
dangerous for Russians as it could set an example for Russian to follow. For the EU Lukashenko 
is the known devil and Brussels has so far found a way to work with him. As Nice (2013) observes, 
the rivalry between EU and Russia has created the right “environment” in which a regime like 
Lukashenko’s could survive (p. 12). Skillfully he is playing both sides, playing the role of a buffer, 
trying to get the most of both systems with trade going in either direction and making the most 
even when Russia is facing international backlash and sanctions.  
Since 2009, with its participation in the Eastern Partnership, to 2015, Belarus has managed 
to increase its exports to the EU from 2, 689 billion EU to 3, 428 billion, while increasing the 
imports from the EU by almost 3 times – from 2.6 billion to 7.4 billion31. This was achieved by 
refusing to recognize Abkhazia and South Ossetia and so – becoming part of the program. A 
serious hindrance to this day are the regulations by which trade is conducted with the EU, but 
Brussels refuses to move from its position on human rights. Otherwise, the figures could have been 
even more impressive and fruitful to both sides. Eurostat demonstrates that the EU exports food, 
chemicals and machinery and buys mainly oil and gas. The only country from the Eastern 
Partnership with better figures here is Azerbaijan, but the country has vas natural resource base. 
At the same time Belarus is close second to Ukraine in terms of imports. This again underlines the 
question about the dependence of Minsk on energy supplies from Russia.   
As a conclusion to this chapter, we can say that the EU-Belarus relations are marred by 
clear, predictable dynamic, as well as less political, economic influences. During and after 
elections the EU raises the question on human rights and uses sanctions. They themselves are either 
not too strict or are rebuffed by the ECJ. In the meantime, some trade and border control actions 
take place. There are serious contacts between Belarusian and EU businesses and business interests 
have developed. As presented, overtime the EU has changed its own stance on human rights 
regarding Belarus, albeit not officially; this is a sign more about Brussel’s realism. For Minsk, the 
contact with the EU is not so much about any ideas for future EU membership, despite 
Lukashenko’s comments. It seems it is more a way to balance Moscow and remind Russia that 
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Belarus is no longer a satellite. While this happens, it seems that any additional business 
opportunity is welcomed.  
China – the third wheel, the middle way 
 
The third and final element of Belarus’s foreign policy, inspected in this work, is the policy 
towards China. This is one of the behaviors that places Belarus beyond the EU – Russia 
competition. China has been a lot more active on the international scene since 2012, when 
president Xi revealed his Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). On the surface, it is a modern update of 
the historical routes that connected Ancient China and the rest of the world - Asia, Africa and 
Europe. The name “Belt and Road” comprises the two main directions – a road and infrastructure 
developments towards Asia and Europe and a belt- waterways, harbors and adjacent infrastructure 
for these links. Because of these plans, China is offering other countries loans to be used for such 
projects. As a way to promote this, China has proposed various summits, during which they 
advertise their projects for investing money in different regions. One such summit is the 16+1 
format. It is formed by the central European and Balkan states plus China (the +1). This format 
includes Belarus as well. The 16+1 is a way for China to communicate with these transit states as 
a unit and circumvent the EU as a single representative at the same time, using the “diversity” of 
EU states (Pepermans, 2018) to create rift and promote its own politics (p. 6). 
What must be noted is that for Belarus the contacts with China are an important element 
even before the BRI, expanding into the political, as well as the financial specter. Actions, aimed 
at presenting Minsk as a reliable and noteworthy partner have begun as early as 2006. A 
characteristic of the steps, taken by the Belarusian government is the fact that they focus on the 
partnership and promote it, while the Chinese side was cautious about it in the beginning. As an 
American diplomat has stated in a cable, that was made public by WikiLeaks, there is a very strict 
system for the level of diplomatic importance and its wording is of the essence. As the cable 
reveals, Belarus perhaps was seriously overstating the importance of these relations, while China 
was more distant and realistic about it (Yeliseyeu, 2013, p. 7). This has changed recently, and the 
cooperation between the two states is now elevated by both sides to the highest rank. Yet, statistical 
data shows (ibid, p.13), that China is ready to use and invest more money in other countries of the 
26 Ivanov 
region. Lithuania, Ukraine and Poland seem to be much more important for Beijing in terms of 
invested money and efforts put.  
One explanation for this Belarusian behavior could be that Minsk is promoting the 
connections between itself and Beijing as an achievement important for its citizens. Also, Belarus 
is using the Chinese side as a legitimation. First, China was one of the few countries to congratulate 
Lukashenko in 2010, after an election won by brutal violence (Yakouchyk, 2015, p. 214). 
Furthermore, Belarus was given the status of “dialog partner” in the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO), being the only European country to have such a position. This is seen as a 
new way to legitimize the regime in Minsk. A way to demonstrate that the government has strong 
allies and has the potential to develop relations beyond the EU-Russia paradigm. However, an 
article by Miazhevich (2019) demonstrates that this is not the case. The Belarusian society seems 
well aware about the Chinese connections, the risks behind them and is ready to resist, when 
needed. What is more, the research, done by Allison, (2005, p. 507) demonstrates that the people 
of Belarus consider themselves close to Europe and in fact-part of Europe more than those in 
Ukraine or Russia, or perhaps even – more than Belarusian leaders would admit. We might 
presume that the regime in Minsk is unaware of the true value of the connection which China. 
They are either too hopeful about the true value of this friendship or are turning their back on the 
facts about China’s Foreign direct investment in their neighbors. One possible explanation is that 
despite the set-backs Belarus is searching for a middle way. Trying to survive between too 
economic giants, Lukashenko is looking for a neutral ground. In these actions, the state of Belarus 
is reminiscent of Albania and Yugoslavia during the cold war. Trapped between the two camps, 
both states looked for other major partners and economic contacts. Yugoslavia tried to be both a 
socialist country and keep open borders and contacts with the West. Albania, coincidentally, got 
even closer to China then Belarus is today, having a “carefully cultivated” relationship, where the 
Asian state was as active as the European (Mëhilli, 2017, p.220).  
Moreover, this is not to say that Belarus is not putting a lot of emphasis on its connections 
with China on the international scene. Minsk chose and supports Beijing over Taiwan in the 
diplomatic struggle for the recognition as the rightful Chinese state. There is serious support for 
China in the UN as well, as well as silence about the human rights violations in Tibet and Western 
China. There have been gestures in the opposite directions as well. China has presented Belarus 
with large sums of money, when Minsk needed them, especially in 2013, after the refusal to 
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recognize Abkhazia and South Ossetia. This came at a vital moment for Lukashenko and an 
important sign of good will from China. As Yakouchyk (2015, p. 210) mentions, in this role the 
Asian power is a passive “authoritarian” promoter, counterbalancing the EU, known as a promoter 
of democracy. The second important moment, when the presence of China was important for 
Lukashenko, was in 2009-2011, when he decided to construct his nation’s first nuclear power 
plant. Despite the dangers of nuclear energy and the serious consequences that Belarus suffered 
after the Chernobyl disaster, Lukashenko sees the project as a way to lessen the energy 
dependence. In order to receive the help and technology from Russia, Lukashenko accepted 
Chinese delegations and received a proposal for a loan in order to have the Chinese Nuclear Power 
Corporation constructing the facilities (Novikau, 2019, p.26). Only after that did the Russians 
intervened in order to build the power plant. Minsk received a 9.4 billion USD loan (Korosteleva, 
2011, p. 574) and the power plant is expected to start producing electricity by the end of 2020.  
But the main industrial project between the two sides – the Black Stone industrial park, is 
somewhat stagnating. Situated on the outskirts of Minsk after heavy local resistance, the Industrial 
Park enjoys special privileges in terms of tax32, as it was meant to be a hub for industry, technology 
and transportation, modeled after the China–Singapore Suzhou Industrial Park (Braga, 2016, p. 
94). Despite the favorable conditions, economic data so far demonstrates that there are little actual 
results from it (Hrechyshkina, 2019, p.51). There are currently no major developments there and 
as one Chinese diplomat has stated in a cable, there is no technology that could interest the state. 
Still, Chinese loans are at a lower interest rate then EU or IMF ones, but are still tied to conditions. 
If IMF demands structural reforms and political freedoms, China wants its money spent on and 
into Chinese firms and businesses (Yeliseyeu, 2013, p.15)  
China-Belarus contacts have increased in recent years. China has aided Belarus financially 
with a loan amidst the tensions with Moscow over Abkhazia. In this manner, Lukashenko managed 
to stay in the Eastern Partnership and demonstrate that he could find friends and money from other 
sources. This is combined with a rise, between 2010 and 2012 of the foreign direct investment 
from Beijing and is around 20 billion USD. As Kaczmarski et al. (2019) state, when we remove 
loans and limited direct investments, the actual figure turns out to be around 1 billion USD, 
compared to 4.5 billion USD by Russia (p.22). Yet, this was enough to allow Lukashenko to 
maneuver between the EU and Russia, when needed. 
 
32http://president.gov.by/en/official_documents_en/view/commentary-to-decree-no-173-of-12-may-2017-16259/  
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Conclusion 
 
 One of the first elements of my conclusion is that over the course of my thesis, I realized 
that I might have overstretched. As, I think, any ambitious student, I wanted to write a grand, big, 
entirely new work and/or theory and shatter the political scene. Over time, I found out first, how 
little I knew about how politics and IR in general work, and second – how much information, data, 
analysis and articles there are on Belarus and its position. Thanks to the upcoming elections, I 
believe president Lukashenko will make sure there are even more. My point is that I have tried to 
examine just three elements of Belarusian foreign policy and look at them through the prism of 
Small state theory and the agency that small states could wield. I have tried this to find if and how 
president Lukashenko tries to achieve authonomy. As I admitted at the beginning of this work, I 
am interested not in his track record regarding human rights or civil society building, but by his 
balancing on the international scene. As such, I expected to see how Belarus is progressing, getting 
the best from both worlds. Unfortunately for me and my initial expectations, this seems not to be 
the case. Gradually, I see how Lukashenko’s options are shrinking and the playing field for him is 
getting smaller and smaller. Despite the set-backs, Russia probably will back him-up again the up-
coming elections.  
 However, despite his political survival, there is little more that this will do for Lukashenko 
or Belarus. The economy of the country is stagnating while the country is still not part of the WTO 
and trades with the EU on the basis of a pre-1991 deal; the benefits for the normal people are 
quickly diminishing. Belarus is buying very little sums for its gas, but the output in terms of both 
quantity and quality of production, is nullifying any market advantage, that the country could have 
had with such low prices. Russia is defending the state, but recent events in Ukraine and Georgia 
have proved that no-one will be defending Belarus from the defenders. “Quis custodiet ipsos 
custodes” is perhaps a looming question for Lukashenko. It is highly dubious that the international 
order will act defiantly if Russia decides to intervene in Belarus. 
 Finally, one must admit that the EU has significantly changed its rhetoric regarding Minsk 
regime. There are no-longer declarations, aimed at the people of Belarus and the restrictions – 
trade, political and economic are anemic. Nevertheless, this has only secured the staying of 
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Lukashenko in power, not the thriving of the economy, or the development of a vibrant society, 
able to keep in check the elected representatives. That is not to say there are no positive elements 
in Belarus from the long rule of Lukashenko. While not fully developed to market standards, 
Belarusian economy has not had the shocks that states like Russia, Romania, Poland and Ukraine 
suffered after the dissolution of the USSR. There has been no severe decline in birth rates and 
shrinking of population, as the Balkan countries are experiencing. However, as I noted, the options 
for Belarus are shrinking. Minsk could not be neutral between two antagonistic blocks for much 
longer. It could have troubles using the benefits that countries like Switzerland has. The 
indecisiveness and maneuvering of Lukashenko hardly make for a predictable ally. Lukashenko is 
probably going to declare a win the 2020 elections, even with people protesting against him and 
police arresting opposition leaders. Still, this is not going to solve the country’s long-term 
problems. 
 Drawing from these positions, I think that the answer to my question is – A small state is 
able to balance to the extent to which a third party is willing to commit itself. In my empirical 
case, this state is China. When Beijing is willing to provide funds, Belarus could afford to confront 
Russia and at the same time demand favors. To refuse to follow Moscow’s diplomatic gambles 
and continue to buy cheap energy and develop strategic projects. When there is no such third party, 
the situation will be uncomfortable for the third party.  
Either soon Belarus will have to go through significant political and social change, in order 
to be able to sustain itself independent from Russian or Chinese loans, or it will have to choose a 
side. And if such a choice is made for the people, but not with them, the repercussions for the 
decision makers could be severe.  If they think differently, the sad example of Nicolae Ceaușescu 
should ring a bell.    
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